Historian studies World War I-era lynching by Romero, Aldemaro, Jr.
City University of New York (CUNY) 
CUNY Academic Works 
Publications and Research Baruch College 
2014 
Historian studies World War I-era lynching 
Aldemaro Romero Jr. 
CUNY Bernard M Baruch College 
How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know! 
More information about this work at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu/bb_pubs/852 
Discover additional works at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu 
This work is made publicly available by the City University of New York (CUNY). 
Contact: AcademicWorks@cuny.edu 
Regional
Page 3Friday, August 8, 2014 — www.theintelligencer.com
Lynching is one of the must abhorrent of 
all human acts. It is sometimes explained as 
being the result of a combination of hate, 
ignorance and mass hysteria. But to really 
understand it one must recognize the his-
torical context in which it occurred. A his-
torian who has studied one lynching in our 
area is Jeff Manuel, an assistant professor 
in the department of historical studies at 
Southern Illinois University Edwardsville. 
A native of Fargo, N.D., he obtained his 
bachelor’s degree in history and econom-
ics from Northwestern University, and his 
master’s and Ph.D. in history from the 
University of Minnesota. The case that he 
has studied is that of Robert Prager, a 
German who immigrated to the United 
States in the early 20th century.
“Prager was a German who, like millions 
at that time, immigrated to the United 
States,” said Manuel. “We know that he 
worked as a baker and at some point he 
came to St. Louis, and then in 1917 he came 
to Collinsville, Ill., and then eventually got 
a job in one of the coal mines there.”
There is some evidence that he tried to 
enlist in the U.S. Navy when the war broke 
out. “The story goes that he was rejected 
because he was apparently blind in one 
eye,” said Manuel.
It was 100 years ago this month that 
World War I began, and the anti-German 
sentiment it generated at that time in the 
United States created the conditions for 
the lynching of Prager, a case that garnered 
national attention.
Just as the Japanese –even those born in 
the United States - were targeted during 
World War II, the patriotism of Germans 
was questioned during World War I.  
“Once the U.S. entered the war there 
was a concern about Germans living in the 
United States,” Manuel explained. “Would 
they be loyal? Would some of them poten-
tially be spies or saboteurs? In Prager’s 
case, he was not a spy or saboteur. There 
was no evidence of that, but like many 
German-Americans he was suspect to sort 
of prove his loyalty. There is evidence that 
he flew a large American flag outside of his 
rooming house in Collinsville as a way of 
asserting his patriotism in public, perhaps 
to head off claims that he was disloyal or 
not American enough.” 
The anti-German sentiment in this area 
must have been very strong, so much so 
that at least some people were concerned 
about his safety and asked the police to 
put him in custody just to protect him. The 
police declined. 
“This concept of putting someone in pro-
tective custody to save them from potential 
mob or vigilante violence was pretty com-
mon,” explained Manuel. “But I should 
say it was also pretty common for that 
protective custody to fail. A very common 
and tragic story all throughout this era was 
vigilante justice and lynch mobs. In most 
cases they were aimed at African Americans 
in the South and the border states.” 
“On Wednesday, April 3, a series of events 
played out that led to Prager’s murder 
on the morning of April 5,” said Manuel. 
“After his shift ended at the mine, a group 
of miners singled him out and accosted 
him in the neighboring town of Maryville. 
They forced him to kiss the American flag. 
This was a common practice at the time, to 
force people to show their allegiance. He 
was also paraded around and told he had 
to leave town. 
“Later that evening two leaders of the 
local United Mine Workers met with Prager 
and they told him that they feared for 
his safety and they escorted him back to 
his home in Collinsville. They told him 
he should go into protective custody. He 
declined to do that, and instead he wrote up 
a manifesto of sorts, accusing specific work-
ers in the mineworkers’ union of failing 
to give him a just hearing under the rules 
of the union. He made copies and posted 
them throughout downtown Maryville.” 
He knew that this would upset some of the 
miners because he named names.
“He then went back to his home, and on 
April 4 a group of miners had then read the 
proclamation and were very upset about 
it,” said Manuel. “They most likely nursed 
their grievances in one of the many saloons 
that catered to miners at the time. They 
showed up at his house in Collinsville and 
they demanded that he leave town. This 
was about 9:30 p.m.” At that point Prager 
came out of his house and again reasserted 
his loyalty. “He said, ‘Brother, I am a loyal 
U.S. working man,’ but did agree to leave 
town.” He was then taken out of his house 
and out of his shoes and clothing and was 
draped in an American flag and paraded 
up and down the main street in Collinsville. 
“It’s at that point that the group became 
a lynch mob,” said Manuel. “A Collinsville 
police officer saw the crowd, stepped in, and 
took Prager into custody in the Collinsville 
jail. At that point the crowd outside city hall 
grew. The rumors spread fast that there was 
a German spy being held in the Collinsville 
jail. So people flooded out of the saloons 
and bars that lined the Collinsville main 
street to see what was happening and be 
part of this crowd.”
Prager was then taken out his cell and 
marched down Main Street.
After dragging and forcing him to sing 
patriotic songs, he was hanged.
Despite a trial, nobody was ever convict-
ed for his murder.
Aldemaro Romero Jr. is the Dean of the 
College of Arts and Sciences at Southern Illinois 
University Edwardsville. His show, “Segue,” 
can be heard every Sunday morning at 9 a.m. on 
WSIE, 88.7 FM. He can be reached at College_
Arts_Sciences@siue.edu.
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Dr, Jeff Manuel, above, and an archive photo Robert P. Prager, at right.
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Meanwhile, with a half dozen residents in attendance to hear an update 
on the village's storm water management report, Bowden discussed where 
things are.
He said the initial report from Gonzalez Companies is almost complete.
When it is, he would like to see a meeting scheduled to focus solely on 
stormwater issues.
"I felt it was probably better to have a (Public Services Committee) 
meeting just on that item – not a special meeting – and invite everyone 
that's involved," Bowden said. "I'm trying to set the meeting for the end of 
August and make sure that everybody gets notification in plenty of time 
so that Pat (Judge of Gonzalez) can lay out the whole project."
A rain-soaked summer of 2012 revealed stormwater runoff problems in 
various areas in the village.
Glen Carbon officials then went about naming a stormwater consultant, 
and the Gonzalez Companies was chosen for the project.
Since that time, Gonzalez has been compiling a report on the stormwa-
ter issues and how to address them.
An open house was conducted in April to gather as much information 
from affected residents as possible.
Gonzales has been contracted by the village to provide it with:
• A summary assessment of location and probable costs to address 
issues.
• An overview of projects' existing conditions and known concerns.
• Preliminary drainage analysis for each separate site.
• Conceptualized drawings.
• An engineer's estimate of probable cost to address concerns.
• A stormwater priority ranking form.
In February, the village released a list of known areas of stormwater 
concern. They include East Guy Avenue; Norspur Road; Bayhill, Fox 
Meadow and Lakewood subdivisions; Shingle Oaks subdivision; Ginger 
Creek Drive; Jamie Lynn Lane; Cantebury Subdivision; Kingsley Way; 
Downing Place; Barrington Lane; Trails End, South Station and Pepperhill; 
Mark Trail Drive; Gaslight Lane: Brenda Street; Matterhorn Drive; 
Bollinger Street; Glen Hallow Road; Oakridge; Green Acre Drive; Carolyn 
Street and Oakshire Drive.
June of 2012 saw Glen Carbon receive separate one-day rain totals of 5, 
4 and 3 inches.
Those storms created problems for area residents with flooded yards, 
basements and roadways.
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Registration, which is fee, runs from 4:30 to 6:30 p.m. in the parking lot of 
Big Daddy’s, on North Main Street. The first 250 kids to register will receive a 
drawstring backpack, compliments of the event’s sponsors, the Edwardsville 
Wrestling Club and the Fellowship of Christian Athletes. 
Helmets must be worn by each rider. 
The kids' races, of course, will be brief. For the younger riders, the course 
is a straight shot down North Main Street; the 9-and-10-year-olds have only 
one turn to negotiate. 
This is the fifth year for the Stifel Edwardsville Rotary Criterium. The event 
has become a way for the community to show off downtown Edwardsville 
to the greater region, and Mulhall says the Kids Race is a way to introduce 
children and parents to the more prestigious races. 
“We decided early on that what we wanted to have family participation 
with the full criterium and get young kids involved and give them a chance 
to get out on a brief portion of the whole course,” he said. “It lets the kids 
have fun in front of a crowd.”
The Kids Race has drawn between 100 and 150 riders and has grown 
steadily over the years.
From 5 p.m. to 10 p.m. there will be live music. The stage will be in front of 
the courthouse.
Edwardsville High School graduate and “The Voice” participant Tess Boyer 
will perform at approximately 9 p.m. 





In 2013, the coveted rank of Eagle Scout was 
awarded to 56,841 Scouts. Approximately seven 
percent of all Boy Scouts earn the rank and this 
percentage goes down when it comes to those 
who began their Scouting path in Cub Scouts. 
This is the achievement of 17 year old Joseph 
West, who recently completed a significant com-
munity project and earned the Eagle Scout rank. 
West, a student at Edwardsville High School and 
member of the EHS Band, completed the require-
ments for his Eagle rank by developing and 
implementing a plan to improve an area at Relais 
Bonne Eau, the hospice facility in Edwardsville. 
Joseph moved to Edwardsville in 2002 from 
Alton. 
He got involved with Scouting in 2003, when 
he decided to join as a Tiger Cub with Pack 34 
of Edwardsville. West explained, “I decided to 
join Cub Scouts in first grade. I talked to my par-
ents and they were supportive of my decision. 
I started ! my way through Cub Scouts, which 
was an amazing experience, however, the real 
adventures and work began when I became a 
Boy Scout.”
In 2008, he crossed over from Webelos to Boy 
Scouts and chose to be a member of Troop 216 
which is sponsored by the Knights of Columbus 
of St. Cecilia’s Church in Glen Carbon. He has 
been actively involved with the help of his family, 
ever since.
“As I made my way through the ranks, I start-
ed to learn how hard it is to become an Eagle 
Scout. Everyone I knew who had done it, made 
it look easy, but I now know that isn’t necessarily 
true,” West said.
To become an Eagle Scout, Scouts must work 
through the ranks of Tenderfoot, Second Class, 
First Class, Star, Life and then Eagle, as well as 
earn 21 merit badges that cover subjects such 
as First Aid, Fitness, Camping and Personal 
Management. Additionally, the Scout must serve 
six months in a leadership position, take part in a 
Scoutmaster conference, and finally, develop and 
lead a service project within the community.
“I picked the hospice center because my grand-
ma was in their care before she passed from can-
cer. They helped her so much, so I wanted to help 
them out, too,” explained West, regarding his 
decision to work with Relais Bonne Eau Hospice 
Center which is part of Hospice of Southern 
Illinois.
Once West decided upon the place for his proj-
ect, he communicated with the staff at the facility 
to determine the type of improvement needed at 
Relais Bonne Eau. He visited the facility where 
he and the Facilities Supervisor discussed how 
the concrete pad outside of their fenced ther-
apeutic dog area could use seating for staff 
and family members. West then wrote an Eagle 
Project proposal and submitted it for approval 
to his Troop Committee, the Boy Scout Council 
and Eagle Board. With his project proposal for 
recycled plastic benches and a decorative planter 
approved, Joseph West obtained funding for his 
project from various family members. His grand-
father, Robert West of Edwardsville contributed 
in honor of his wife, Loretta West, who had 
recently passed after a lengthy battle with cancer. 
On September 28, 2013, J. West, along with 
help from his father James West, Scoutmaster 
Gary Gill, fellow Scouts and friends, installed 2 
six foot recycled plastic benches, one of which 
was inscribed “In Memory of Loretta West” and 
a decorative concrete planter at Relais Bonne 
Eau’s therapeutic dog area. The improved seat-
ing area now serves as a comfortable place for 
staff and visitors of Relais Bonne Eau. West, who 
has dedicated 10 years of his life to Scouting, 
who has finished all the requirements of the 
ranks, who has earned 32 merit badges, who has 
served in a leadership position not once but nine 
times, who has helped the community through 
various Troop sponsored service projects and 
through an Eagle Scout service project, will be 
honored at an Eagle Court of Honor on August 
31, 2014. 
He has truly lived out the Scout Law: A Scout 
is trustworthy, loyal, helpful, friendly, courteous, 
kind, obedient, cheerful, thrifty, brave, clean and 
reverent.
Local teen earns Eagle Scout rank
Eagle Scout Joseph West in the therapeutic dog area at Relais Bonne Eau.
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